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WILLIAM BURNET, M.D. 

, LL.D., JUSTICE 
UNITED STATES. 

(Centennial Collection.) 

Dr, "William Burnet, of Newark, New Jersey, was elected, 
by the Legislature of that State, a delegate to the General Con- 
gress on the 23d of November, 1780, for the term of one year ; 
it being the practice of the State of New Jersey to have a 
new election of delegates after every annual State election in 
October. His associates were Dr. Witherspoon, Abraham 
Clark, William C. Houston, and William Patterson. Until 
1785 the State always sent five delegates. After that only 
three. Of course it had but one vote in the Congress, and the 
number of its delegates was in its own option. 

Dr. Burnet was born at Lyon's Farms, a small hamlet be- 
tween Newark and Elizabethtown, N. J., Dec. 2d (0. S.), 
1730. His father was Dr. Ichabod Burnet, a physician of 
much eminence, who died at Elizabethtown in 1774, at the 
great age of ninety years, being one of the most venerated 
and distinguished citizens of that town. Ichabod was a 
grandson of Thomas Burnet, who emigrated from Lynn, 
Massachusetts, to Southampton, Long Island, prior to 1643. 
The family tradition is that he was collaterally related to the 
famous Dr. Gilbert Burnet, Bishop of Salisbury in William 
and Mary's time ; but the connection, if any existed,is lost in 
the obscurity of the past. Ichabod Burnet emigrated with 
his father to Elizabethtown in 1700, then only sixteen years 
old. He received his education in Edinburgh, and settled 
first at Lyon's Farms, and afterwards returned to Elizabeth- 
town. He was one of the associates representing the early 
settlers, who claimed title to the lands of that town by grant 
from Governor Nichols, adverse to the claim of the general 
proprietors of the province ; and having been a Puritan, and 
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then a Presbyterian, he naturally took the popular side in 
all the political controversies of the period. Under such 
auspices it is not wonderful that his son William, the subject 
of this sketch, became a warm partisan of the rights of the 
colonies, and an enemy of prerogative. He had a second son, 
Ichabod, who also studied medicine, but died at an early age, 
unmarried. 

"William Burnet received his academical training in the 
College of New Jersey, then located at Newark, under the 
presidency of the Eev. Aaron Burr, and graduated in 1749. 
Having studied medicine under the direction of Dr. Statts iu 
New York City, he settled in Newark, and in 1753 married 
Mary, daughter of Captain Nathaniel Camp, a substantial 
citizen of the town. He was one of the founders of the New 
Jersey Medical Society, was long an elder in the Presbyterian 
church, and early became a prominent and leading man in 
that part of New Jersey. The records of the New Jersey 
Medical Society, which have been published, contain two ad- 
dresses delivered by him, which give a very favorable view 
of his qualifications as a writer. 

At the breaking out of the Revolutionary "War, Dr. Burnet 
took an active part in organizing the elements of opposition 
to British authority. In May, 1775, he was appointed 
deputy chairman 1 of the Committee of Safety of the town 
of Newark, formed to support the Continental Congress, and 
carry out the measures of the proposed Provincial Con- 
gress. The burden of management came principally on Dr. 
Burnet and his two associates, Capt. Joseph Hedden and 
Major Samuel Hayes, who for a considerable period exercised 
complete power of local government in Newark and its vicin- 
ity, keeping the Tories and disaffected in awe. Dr. Burnet 
was also appointed chairman of the Essex County Committee 
of Safety, and in that capacity exercised a large executive 
control. In March, 1776, at the call of Lord Stirling, he 
superintended the organization and dispatch of several mili- 
tary companies in aid of the defence of New York. 

1 Lewis Ogden, on account of his family influence, being made chairman. 
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His eldest son, "William, who had also studied medicine, and 
was then hut little over twenty-one years old, went as surgeon 
of one of the regiments organized under the Doctor's direc- 
tions. His second son, Ichabod, who was only in his twen- 
tieth year, acted as secretary of the County Committee. At 
a later period, in 1777, the latter became aid-de-camp to Gen- 
eral Greene, and attended him in that capacity with the rank 
of major, to the end of the war, being one of the most efficient 
and trusted officers of his staff. At the battle of Germantown, 
during the retreat, a musket ball took off his queue. " Bur- 
net," said the general, " if you have time, you had better 
jump down and pick up your queue." " And your curls, too, 
general," responded the aid, observing that another ball had 
taken off his commander's curls. Greene laughed, but I do 
not learn that they stopped for the lost ornaments. Dr. 
Burnet's third son, John, who was sixteen at the breaking 
out of the war, was unfortunately lame, or he would also, 
without doubt, have entered the service of his country. As 
Paine justly said, " those were the times that tried men's 
souls." The real patriots of that day were in dead earnest, 
and Dr. Burnet was not alone in giving himself and all the 
male members of his family to the cause. 

The province of New Jersey was situated in the centre of 
the contest, and although the majority of her people were on 
the patriotic side, there were very many, and these often per- 
sons of wealth and influence, who were either on the fence or 
outspoken royalists. The old General Assembly sympathized 
with the people, but were prevented from adopting any effec- 
tive measures by the activity of the governor, William Frank- 
lin, a son of Dr. Franklin, who was a zealous Eoyalist. Of 
course the Whigs had to strain every nerve to keep the State 
in line, and to furnish its quota of aid to the Continental cause. 
A Provincial Congress was improvised, and regulated public 
affairs for more than a year ; but adopted a provisional consti- 
tution on the 2d of July, 1776, under which a State govern- 
ment was organized. One of the first necessities to be pro- 
vided was money of some sort or other. The Legislature had 
no other resource than to issue bills of credit. An issue of 
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£100,000 was ordered; and Hendrick Fisher and Drs. Dun-' 
ham and Burnet were appointed commissioners to make the 
issue of £50,000 in East Jersey, and to purchase therewith 
arms, munitions and equipments for the State troops. In exi- 
gencies that affect the national existence, paper money, with 
all its drawbacks, is sometimes a necessity. Dr. Franklin 
says it saved the American Republic. The associates of Dr. 
Burnet on this com mission were men of the very first considera- 
tion in New Jersey. To Hendrick Fisher, who resided be- 
tween New Brunswick and Bound Brook, perhaps more than 
to any other one man, did she owe the spirit of patriotism which 
animated the masses of her people. He was about eighty 
years of age at the breaking out of the war ; but no one ex- 
celled him in energy and enthusiasm in the cause. He was 
the first president of the Provincial Congress of New Jersey. 
Besides these duties pertaining to military operations and 
local administration, Dr. Burnet was invested with import- 
ant judicial functions. In September, 1776, he was appointed 
by the Legislature, presiding judge of the Essex county 
courts, then a position of much responsibility, which he occu- 
pied for ten years. In this capacity he was called upon, in 
1778, to preside at the trial of many of his Tory neighbors 
and friends for furnishing aid to the enemy. The duty was 
undoubtedly performed with his characteristic firmness and 
decision, but must have been peculiarly trying to one so noted 
as he was for kindly courtesy. The object of the proceedings 
was, to confiscate the property of active royalists. Two of 
the Ogden family, Isaac and David, were included in the 
prosecutions, and convicted. They were sons of Hon. David 
Ogden, long a judge of the Provincial Supreme Court, who 
joined them in retiring to Canada after the war. David, the 
younger, subsequently became, I believe, Chief Justice of 
Canada. They had been on the popular side at the outbreak 
of the troubles, but the disasters of 1776 led them to suppose 
that resistance was hopeless, and they, with many others, 
gave in their adhesion to the British government. The 
other members of the family, Abraham, a lawyer of Newark, 
and Samuel, father of Hon. David B. Ogden of New York, 
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and maternal grandfather of 'William M. Meredith, remained 
true to the Colonial cause. The Ogdens had been the leading 
family of Newark for half a century. Two of the Gouver- 
neurs, Samuel and Isaac, were also proceeded against on this 
occasion (1778) but were acquitted. 

As stated in the commencement of this sketch, Dr. Burnet 
was elected a delegate to the Continental Congress in Novem- 
ber, 1780 ; but he was soon called upon to perform other du- 
ties which prevented his further attending the sittings of that 
body ; and his place was filled in June, 1781, by the appoint- 
ment of Elias Boudinot. 

At the first breaking out of the war he had, principally at 
his own expense, established a military hospital at Newark 
for sick and wounded soldiers, and amongst his other arduous 
duties, had given it much of his personal superintendence. 
The success of this institution attracted the public attention, 
and in October, 1780, he was appointed by the General Con- 
gress a regular hospital physician and surgeon of the United 
States. On the 5th of March following, whilst a member of 
the body, he was appointed chief physician and surgeon of 
the hospital in the room of Dr. Craik, who was removed to 
the army. This required him to resign his seat in Congress 
and gave him the position of surgeon-general of the general 
hospital, Continental Army, — a position which he filled with 
distinction and ability during the balance of the war. The 
Medical service of the Continental Army was divided into 
two departments, the Hospital, and the Field, or Army, de- 
partment proper. Dr. Burnet was at the head of the former 
for the Eastern and Middle States. At the close of the war 
he became a member of the Society of Cincinnati, and is still 
represented in the New Jersey State Society by his descend- 
ants. 

Dr. Burnet died in 1791 at the age of sixty-one years, greatly 
esteemed and lamented. By his first wife he had, besides 
daughters, two other sons in addition to those already men- 
tioned ; Jacob, afterwards known as the eminent Judge Bur- 
net of Cincinnati ; and George, a lawyer, who settled at 
Dayton, Ohio. At the close of the war he married Gertrude, 
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widow of Col. Philip Van Cortlandt, of Newark, and daugh- 
ter of Nicholas Gouverneur, Esq. By her he had three sons, 
Isaac, Staats, and David ; the first of whom was for some 
time mayor of Cincinnati, and the last, the Hon. David Gr. 
Burnet, was the first President of Texas in 1836, — one of the 
kindliest, and yet firmest and bravest ; one of the most adven- 
turous, and yet most polished and cultivated of men. The 
writer of this notice was acquainted with two of these 
eminent persons, Judge Jacob Burnet of Cincinnati, and 
President Burnet of Texas, who, though of different mothers, 
exhibited the same high moral tone, decision of character, 
and positive firmness of convictions. These masculine quali- 
ties were at the same time united with great kindliness and 
even sweetness of disposition.' Perhaps we may discern in 
them the lineaments of the father, and form some conjecture 
as to the grounds of that controlling influence which he exer- 
cised over his cotemporaries, and of that general confidence 
which he seems to have inspired. 

That old Newark fireside over which he and Mary Camp 
presided a hundred years ago, must have been surrounded by 
a bright and gentle circle, overflowing with patriotic ardor, 
and united by the warmest affection. One of the daughters, 
Hannah, mother of Hon. W. Burnet Kinney, of Newark, 
who survived to a good old age and is recollected by many 
persons still living, is represented to have been one of the 
most cultivated, refined and charming ladies of the old 
regime. 

Many years ago an old resident of Newark described to 
the writer the departure of Ichabod from home for Princeton 
College in 1772 or 1773. It was a bright summer morning 
just at sunrise, and Ichabod and a servant, who accompanied 
him to carry his luggage, were mounted on horseback, ready 
for the long journey — now made by railroad in less than two 
hours — but then occupying as many days. His mother and 
grandmother were out to bid him adieu and give him their 
parting benedictions. Though affected for the moment, he 
departed with a face beaming with youthful ardor and hope. 
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This now seems almost a picture of Arcadian life, so many- 
changes have come around with the revolving century. 

Dr. Burnet is still represented in New Jersey and other 
States by a large number of descendants, who venerate his 
memory, and have a just pride in his upright character and 
patriotic services. Among these, besides those of his own 
name, are the Kents, of New York ; the Hornblowers, the 
Peniringtons, the Kinneys, of New Jersey ; the Groesbecks, 
the "Wrights, and the Perrys, of Cincinnati. 

An honorable name is the richest legacy a man can leave 
to his descendants. Such a legacy was bequeathed by "Wil- 
liam Burnet. 
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BY SAMUEL ADAMS DRAKE. 
(Centennial Collection.) 

No more grateful task could employ an American pen than 
the rescue of every memorial that may, now, or hereafter, 
illustrate the lives of the founders of the Republic. It be- 
comes the especial duty of the hour to wipe from history's 
tablet the accumulated dust of a century, and to re-cut there, 
in bolder relief, the story of their matchless heroism and de- 
votion. As we perform this duty, as we cherish and protect 
their visible monuments, the future will judge our worthi- 
ness to possess the priceless inheritance of liberty, confided to 
our care as a sacred trust, won with such infinite toil and 
sacrifice. 

The signers of our great Magna Charta, were no privileged 
class, though they proved strong enough to wrest far more 
than their ancient franchises from the throne. There was 
not a titled name among them. They were merchants, me. 
chanics, lawyers, planters, clergymen or physicians, from 
every walk of life, essential constituents of the body politic, 
thoroughly identified with every phase of popular thought or 



